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THE CLASSICISM OF BELA BARTOK
A Study of the Late Works

JACQUES DE MENASCE

T the time of his death, Bartok’s intellectual perceptions had not in
any way been impaired. His style still pointed to possibilities of
further expansion. Yet in his later output one does see the consummation
of an essential line which had evolved throughout the entire course of
his work, a line whose significance did not emerge with complete clarity,
however, until the last compositions. The meaning of this line is merely
a re-affirmation of classical principles (and I do not mean neo-classical)
by virtue of deep-rooted affinities in Bartok which le specifically in the
direction of Viennese classicism as represented particularly by Haydn
and Beethoven. Throughout his development Bartok assimilated from
traditional knowledge, environment and influential trends what, in the
thought of these masters, appears most classical in spirit and substance.
Bartok’s creative procedures in themselves give a satisfying enough
definition of classical attitude. They reveal, first, the careful choice of
clear-cut thematic and harmonic materials and the well balanced integra-
tion of such materials into concise and appropriate form; furthermore, the
greatest economy in the organization of detail within such forms, which
involves constant preoccupation with the problems of logical structure and
unostentatious development; and finally, the solution of these problems by
the enforcement of strictest self-discipline, restraint and the unrelaxed
striving for perfect intelligibility.
These elements are naturally all represented to the highest degree
in Bartok’s later works, but before examining some of them, one would
do well to look back to Bartok’s earliest scores where truly classical prin-
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