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BÉLA BARTÓK  

MUSIC FOR STRINGS, PERCUSSION, AND CELESTA, MVT I 

 Béla Bartók, born March 25, 1881, is a Hungarian composer, pianist, pedagogue, and 

ethnomusicologist whose compositional works became vastly influential to the western classical 

tradition.  He came to be known as a master of rhythmic and contrapuntal language, and is 

considered one of the most important composers of the 20th century for his unconventional use 

of intervallic relationships over tonality and his reliance on folk tunes in his works.  He was one 

of the first musicologists to analyze folk music in a way that brought attention to the historical 

and cultural implications of the music, and his compositions relied heavily on Hungarian folk 

songs, bringing forth both nationalist and deeply personal material to his work.  As a result, 

much of his music is constructed with consideration of intervalic, rhythmic, and contrapuntal 

relationships moreso than traditional western tonality.  His Music for Strings, Percussion, and 

Celesta, completed in September of 1936 and premiered in January, 1937, is one of his greater 

known works, and especially demonstrates Bartók’s mastery of counterpoint.  

 The structure of Music for Strings, Percussion, and Celesta is quite unique—the piece 

takes the shape of a kind of double helix in the form of harmonic content, overall structure, 
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melodic material, and contrapuntal variations.  In this paper I will dissect the various ways in 

which Bartók uses his materials to contribute to this shape. 

 Another interesting fact to note about the Music for Strings, Perucssion, and Celesta is 

that Bartók included instructions in regards to the staging of the orchestra.  He indicated that the 

orchestra is to be divided in half on the stage, with Violin 1 & 2, Viola 1, Cello 1, and Double 

Bass I on he left side of the stage, while Violins 3 & 4, Viola 2, Cello 2, and Double Bass 2 are to 

be positioned on the opposite side; the percussion is in the middle.  This is especially interesting 

in the context of the first movement of Music for Strings, Percussion, and Celesta, as the 

movement is a fugue that repeats a theme in different voices throughout the piece.  The 

placement of the orchestra means that the theme will be coming from different directions 

simultaneously, engulfing the listener spatially.  

Subject of the Fugue 

 The fugue is centered around a tonic of A, though there is no mode; rather, Bartók created 

his theme using chromaticism and a reliance on intervallic relationships.  The theme moves only 

minor seconds or minor thirds at a time, and each phrase of the theme has a symmetrical arch 

shape to it, despite the constantly changing time signature (ex 1).  However, when looking at the 

overall span of pitches he uses in the theme, one can see that he spans only a perfect fifth from 

the home of A, using an ascending chromatic line to do so.  

 Example 1 (first statement of theme)  
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 Example 2 (pitches used in the theme): 

  

 The structure of this theme is inherently self-referential, as each phrase has a contour that 

expands outwards from the home of A and then retracts back towards the starting pitch.  The 

final phrase of the theme lands on A.  In example 3, one can see the similar contour of each 

segment of the theme, providing opportunity for further pitch expansion while retaining the same 

arch-like motion.  The symmetry found in each segment references the arch-like overall structure 

of the movement, representing the helix idea on a micro level. 

  

 Example 3 (vertical analysis of the first & second phrase of the theme): 

 

Harmonic Structure of the Fugue  

 At the pick up into measure 5, when the second voice enters, we can see that Bartók 

initially follows the traditional harmonic movement of a fugue by a reputation of the theme, this 

time centered on E, a fifth away from the tonic of the original statement.  However, when the 
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third voice enters in bar 8, the subject is repeated with a center on D. Bartók continues to bring in 

voices in this pattern, resulting in the first half to the fugue to take this structure: 

  

 Example 4 (tonal centers of subject from m. 1-44) 

  

 In this table (ex. 4), one can clearly see that Bartók is moving in both directions around 

the circle of fifths simultaneously, giving him the ability to reach every possible pitch center and 

creating a kind of harmonic double helix (ex. 5).  

  

 Example 5, motion of circle of fifths. 

  

  

  

 Through measures 1-16, the restatement of each subject is clear and allows for the theme 

to be stated in its entirety without any harmonic overlap.  However, beginning in measure 26, 

Bar: 1 5 8 13 16 26 27 33 34 35 44

A E B F# C# G# (D#)

D G C F Bb Eb
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after a brief developmental section from measures 20-25, Bartók quickens the rate of harmonic 

change, resulting in harmonic overlap.  He pays special attention to bring out inherently 

dissonant, contrary tonal centers such as F# and C simultaneously; this collision lasts from bar 

26-34.  

 Bartók continues the circle of fifths motion until measure 44, where he reaches the 

beginning of the climax of the movement, which spans from the moment we reach the tonal 

center of Eb, the farthest possible pitch center away from the home pitch center of A, to measure 

56, at which point Bartók begins to work backwards through both directions of the circle of fifths 

once again to reach the home of A in measure 77 (example 6). 

 Example 6 (tonal centers of subject from m. 56-77) 

 Bartók emphasizes the point at which Eb is reached as the climax of the piece through his 

masterful use of orchestration and timbral development throughout the movement.  The 

movement up to measure 56 is a giant timbral, orchestral, and literal crescendo; the strings at the 

beginning of the movement are muted, but remove their mutes and begin to play out louder and 

louder until the climactic moment of fff on Eb is reached at measure 56.  The addition of 

percussion contributes to this timbral crescendo as well; percussion is first used in measure 34, 

and is used in increasingly more often—in terms of both duration and the addition of more 

Bar: 56 58 61 62 64 65 68 69 72 73 77

Eb Ab (Db) 
C#

F# B E A

Bb F C G D A
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instruments—though measure 56. In measure 51, a dramatic timpani roll begins and crescendos 

into measure 56, adding to the drama and significance of the moment.  Also in measure 51, the 

strings begin a sort of infinitely falling chromatic line that feels as though it’s lilting into the 

moment we reach Eb at measure 56.  

 After measure 56, Bartók begins to work back towards the original pitch center of A, 

using fragments of the theme and inverted and retrograde versions of the theme in its various 

pitch centers, following the double helix circle of fifths pattern.  Though some iterations of tonal 

centers are very quick and use only a small fragment of the theme, it is instantly recognizable 

because of the harmonic stagnancy of the rest of the orchestra; Bartók begins to utilize held, 

stagnant notes in the other voices to counteract the rhythmic variety of the theme as a way of 

bringing attention to the entrances of the theme.  

 Upon reaching the tonal center of A in measure 77, Bartók finally includes the celesta 

while the first and fourth violins play the theme and an inversion of the theme three octaves 

apart.  The celesta plays an arpeggiated line consisting of D, Eb, E, and C#, including octaves; 

these pitches are all coming from the original pitch collection used in the theme (see example 2).  

Perhaps more importantly than the celesta’s pitch material, however, is its timbre—the addition 

of the celesta offers a significant textural and timbral change from the dense sound of the strings 

throughout the piece.  The celesta’s sound is bright, light, and open, and provides a significant 

contrast from the previous material.  

 The final material of the movement is in the first and fourth violins; the first violin 

repeating the subject in A while the fourth violin voices the subject’s inversion in A—the 

inherent symmetry of the subject results in both voices ending on A.  
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 Example 7 (final three measures of movement) 

Overall Structure & Form 

 To understand the structure of the first movement of Music for Strings, Percussion, and 

Celesta, one must have a basic understanding of the fibonacci series. Bartók was known to have 

a fascination with the fibonacci series, or “golden section” ratio, which is equal to 1.1618. This 

ratio has been used as a foundation for analyzing artwork, and is inherently self referential in is 

design (example 8). Structural moments on both micro and macro levels often fall according to 

the proportions of this series. The fibonacci series is a series in which the sum of a number is 

found by adding the two numbers that came before it; i.e., the series would follow this pattern: 1, 

1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 13, 21, 34, 55, 89… and so on.  

 When looking at the subject in relation to the series, one can see that there are parallels to 

be made between them. For example, the first note of the piece begins on A; the eighth beat is 

marked by a rest; the thirteenth note is Eb; the twenty-first note is E. When we look on to the end 

of the phrase, we can see that Eb is also the eighth note from the end of the subject. The 

symmetry present in the layout of the subject is present throughout all facets of the piece, 

including the overall harmonic structure. 
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Example 8, visual representation of the “golden section”. 

  

 Upon looking at how the numbers in this series align with structural moments of Bartók’s 

movement, there is a clear correlation between the music and the series. I’ve laid out these 

moments in a table below (example 9).  

  

 Example 9 

  

Measure Event

1 Subject on A

5 (with pickup) Entrance of subject on E

13 (with pickup) Subject on B

21 End of Fugue exposition

34 Entrance of timpani

56 Climax on Eb

89 End of piece
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 We can see that Bartók used the series to inform his musical decisions, though he allowed 

some flexibility in his composition.  If he were following the series exactly, the climax would 

come in measure 55, and the entries of the subject on E and B would come exactly on bar 5 and 

13—however, instead he uses pickups to introduce the entries of the subjects, and extends the 

climax by one bar.  However, my hypothesis is that Bartók is considering 55 to be the end of the 

first segment of the movement, while 56-89 is grouped with the second section, which would 

explain why the climax falls a bar later than expected. 

 There is more symmetry to be found on a smaller scale; for example, bar 77, representing 

the return to A and the entrance of the celesta, can be related to the series when considering that 

56+21=77.  Similarly, the proportion of the climax to the end of the piece in measure 89 can be 

rationalized by the fact that 89-55=34.  Overall, the piece has a proportional structure of 55/34, 

which equates to 1.1618.  Therefore, if we were to look at the overall structure of the piece, we 

can see in terms of ratios that the entire piece is to m. 1-55 as m. 1-55 is to m. 56-89. 

 Example 10, visualization of the double helix structure of the first movement. 
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 The above graph I found from an analysis video on the movement, and shows a visual 

representation of the double helix structure of the piece, as well as the proportional aspects of the 

structural moments (Murcia, example 10).  

 Bartók was undoubtedly a master of counterpoint, but the first movement of his Music for 

Strings, Percussion, and Celesta prove that he is not only a master of counterpoint, but a master 

of form, structure, and proportion.  Rather than relying on traditional compositional methods to 

create this ethereal movement, he turned to the mathematical properties that fascinated him and 

the visual representations that these mathematical properties produced, such as the self-

referential form of the golden ratio (see example 8).  Bartók took these ideas and applied them 

musically, creating a piece that feels—and is—flowing, ethereal, and circular.  
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